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School Pictures with a Purpose 


ROBERT C. SNIDER, Director 
Audio-Visual Instructional Materials Center 


Although photography today plays an 
essential role in many areas of edu- 
cation, its use in school public rela- 
tions is often surprisingly ineffective. 


Students of school administration are 
in general agreement that (1) necessary 
support and intelligent understanding of 
public schools are related to the amount 
and kind of information available to the 
public about the schools and that (2) 
newspapers are the primary source of in- 
formation about the public schools in 
most communities.! Not so well under- 
stood, however, are some of the things 
we know about how people read newspapers 
and the importance of photographs in 
relation to these reading habits. 


Much of the literature dealing with 
newspapers and school public relations 
is limited to various aspects of the 
printed word. Newspaper stories about 
schools are counted, measured, analyzed, 
categorized, and evaluated often under 
the dubious assumption that if these 
stories have been printed they will be 
read. And yet, almost no consideration 
is given the photograph as a means of 
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presenting information to the public 
about the schools and as a means of 
increasing readership of newspaper 
stories. This situation seems somewhat 
absurd when we realize that pictures 
have the highest readership among the 
several types of material published in 
daily newspapers--a fact well estab- 
lished in mass communications research.” 


How Important Are Pictures? 


In summarizing the most comprehensive 
study of newspaper reading made to date, 
the Advertising Research Foundation re- 
ports on 62,487 interviews with readers 
of 138 newspapers having a combined 
daily circulation of 11,107,379.% One of 
the findings reported in this eleven- 
year research project is that picture 
pages and individual news photographs 
attract the highest attention among 
newspaper readers, outranking even the 
highest scoring news stories. 


Of further interest to school adminis- 
trators is the fact, established by this 
study, that women show more interest in 
nearly all types of newspaper photo- 
graphs than do men and that women 
display more interest in pictures of 
children than in any other type of 
photograph. Since the advent of photo- 
engraving, journalists have been very 
much aware of the general appeal of 
photographs of children. Most newspaper 
editors today are anxious for more good 
pictures of children. Despite this fact, 
photographs of children engaged in 
school activities are surprisingly rare 
in some newspapers and quite ineffective 
in others. 


This situation raises a number of 
relevant questions for the school ad- 


ministrator: How many photographs of our 
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tn Local news- 
papers? What aspects of the school 
program are being pictured in these 
photographs? How do the editors feel 
about these pictures? Are they willing 
to print more of them? What kinds of 
school pictures do editors want? 


How Many Pictures? 


These questions were considered in a 
recent study of newspapers in twelve 
Indiana communities.* In an effort to 
determine the content and quantity of 
school photographs, 3,600 issues of 
twelve newspapers with a total daily 
circulation of over 200,000 were exam- 
ined. This sample included all issues 
published during a ten-month school 
year. 


Findings of this content analysis 
clearly indicate a great variation among 
individual newspapers as to the quantity 
and content of such pictures published 
during the school year. For example, the 
largest newspaper considered, with a 
daily circulation of 105,346, published 
614 school pictures during the ten 
months covered by the study while a 
newspaper with a circulation of 45,343 
published 638 such pictures. An even 
more striking variation was found 
between two newspapers of almost the 
same size. One, with a circulation of 
5,714, printed 52 school pictures while 
another, with a 6,704 circulation, 
printed 456 such pictures during the 
ten-month period. 


Pictures Of What? 


It was further found that a majority 
of newspaper photographs of school ac- 
tivities were pictures of high school 
pupils most frequently shown as members 
of an athletic team or as graduating 
seniors. Of the 2,428 school pictures 
published in the twelve newspapers of 
the sample during the ten months, only 
215 or 9 per cent were photographs of 
children under twelve years of age while 
78 per cent were pictures of high 
school pupils. 


Each of the 2,428 school pictures 
identified in this analysis was classi- 
fied into one of thirty-six subject- 
matter categories of school activities. 
The categories included such things as 
administration, athletics, classroom, 
dramatics, faculty, field trips, guid- 
ance, laboratory, library, music, pa- 
rents, and recreation. 


The largest number of these photo- 
graphs, 904 or 37 per cent, were classi- 
fied as "athletics". This finding 
closely agrees with the results of a 
somewhat similar content analysis of 
eight daily newspapers done as a part of 
the Michigan Communications Study.5 Re- 
sults of this analysis indicated that 
38 per cent of school pictures in the 
Michigan daily newspapers analyzed were 
devoted to athletic activities. 


The 904 photographs classified as 
"athletics" in the Indiana study were 
pictures of extracurricular activities 
such as football, basketball, and base- 
ball. Another category including only 
curricular "physical education" activi- 
ties, accounted for 11 photographs or .4 
per cent of the total.® 


A majority of the Indiana pictures 
were classified in only two of the 
thirty-six subject-matter categories: 37 
per cent as "athletics" and 26 per cent 
as "graduation." The balance of 888 
school photographs--37 per cent of the 
total--were classified into the remain- 
ing thirty-four categories. None of the 
twelve newspapers published pictures in 
all subject-matter categories of school 
activities. In fact, "athletics" was the 
only category represented by pictures in 
all of the newspapers. Seven newspapers 
printed photographs illustrating fewer 
than fifteen such categories, and one of 
these newspapers printed a total of 
eight school pictures during the ten 
months representing only four categor- 
ies. Pictures of pupils in classroom and 
laboratory situations were nonexistent 
in many newspapers and quite rare in 
others. 


What Does the Editor Think? 


As a part of the Indiana study, per- 
sonal interviews were conducted with 
managing editors of the twelve news- 
papers and with public school superin- 
tendents in these same communities. Data 
from these twenty-four interviews sug- 
gest answers to some of the questions 
posed earlier in this discussion. For 
example, nearly all of the editors con- 
sidered the local school system a very 
important source of news. With one ex- 
ception, these editors were of the 
opinion that in general their picture 
coverage of school activities is inade- 
quate. Most of these editors indicated a 
willingness to print more good pictures 
of school activities. 
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Most editors of the smaller newspapers 
in the sample need and would like to get 
more photographs from the schools. One 
editor with a daily circulation of about 
8,000 summarized the feelings of this 
group when he pointed out that he would 
"print twice as many school pictures if 
the schools will supply them." 


Larger newspapers, of course, prefer 
to take their own pictures. These edi- 
tors were quick to point out, however, 
that a major reason for their inadequate 
coverage of many aspects of the school 
program was simply that school people 
often do not help them. Their feeling is 
that most teachers are unaware of the 
many excellent picture possibilities in 
their day-to-day classroom work. An edi- 
tor of one of the newspapers with a 
daily circulation in excess of 100,000 
put it this way: "I'd like to do a full 
page spread on how the kids in this town 
are taught to read, but nobody on my 
staff has the background for it, and I 
don't know anybody in the schools who 
can help us. So, we won't do it." 


A most important conclusion drawn from 
the interview data of this study is that 
newspapers consistently print a rela- 
tively larger number of school photo- 
graphs covering a wider range of school 
activities in those communities where 
both editors and superintendents are 
found to express the highest interest in 
pictures and where there is the highest 
level of mutual understanding regarding 
the publication of these pictures. 


What Kind of Pictures? 


This question can only be answered in 
generalities, for many editors admit not 
knowing what pictures they want until 
they see them. In part, it is a matter 
of editorial policy and personal prefer- 
ence. There are, however, some emerging 
principles in the rapidly developing 
field of photo-journalism.? 


The following important considerations 
for evaluating the quality of photo- 
graphs, developed as a part of the Indi- 
ana study, will be of interest to school 
administrators and others inexperienced 
in the use of photographs who are faced 
with the problem of picturing school 
programs to the public. 


1. Quality of reproduction.--News- 
paper reproduction is never as good 
as the original print. It is important, 
therefore, that photographs be properly 
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printed in terms of paper, contrast, fo- 
cus, and other technical considerations. 


2. Composition.--Simplicity of visual 
presentation makes for more effective 
communication. When people are major 
elements in a picture, there should 
generally be no more than three or four 
of them. The most effective pictures 
contain a single center of interest to 
which all visual elements are related. 


3. Picture dynamics.--If people are 
included, they should generally be doing 
something appropriate in terms of the 
action potential of the picture. Dynamic 
picture content can be achieved in 
photographs of inanimate objects, such 
as buildings, through camera angle and 
lighting. 


4. Textual relationship.--Words and 
photographs when used together ideally 
will complement and complete each other 
to form a single unique medium of com- 
munication. Does the picture convey some 
aspect of its verbal accompaniment? The 
Photograph should supplement verbal 
inadequacies of the story. 


A Final Word 


If our schools are to be pictured in 
the press as something more than a 
series of seasonal extracurricular ac- 
tivities, major changes are needed in 
school photographs currently being pub- 
lished. This, of course, will involve 
something more than simply producing 
more pictures of non-athletic school 
activities. Children, yes, but not 
forty or fifty of them row on row star- 
ing self-consciously from the page. 


Photography is essentially a matter 
of selection. Even more important than 
the four points mentioned above is the 
ability of the person behind the camera 
to "select" significant rectangles from 
the reality confronting him. He may be 
a teacher or a high school student who 
has mastered the mechanics of photog- 
raphy. He may be a commercial photog- 
rapher or a newspaper reporter whose 
"view" of school activities can be made 
more penetrating with the right kind of 
assistance from the school. Whoever he 
is, his photographic interpretation of 
the schools will be no better than his 
understanding of them. 


Few newspaper photographs have more 
reader-appeal than good pictures of 
children, and the greatest concentration 
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of children in any community is found in 
the schools. These are the basic ingredi- 
ents. In view of all this it seems curi- 
ous that editors and educators do not 
work together more effectively for what 
would obviously be to their mutual ad- 
vantage--better newspapers and better 
schools. 


Iprevious issues of the Administrator’s Notebook 
have dealt with various aspects of this problem. See 
the issues for October, 1956; April, 1956; January, 
1954; and November, 1953. 
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accidents"? 


sented in this article? 


1. Are the published photographs of your school planned to illustrate 
a variety of school activities or do they simply portray "happy 


2. Who are the people regularly making photographs of your school? Who 
is responsible for selecting from these photographs the pictures to 
be submitted for possible publication? 


3. What, if any, are the policies of your local 
School photographs? How does your editor feel ab 
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